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Saturday, December 6,2014· 12:00 - 5 :00 p.m . • $10 per person
Tom Morris - 1123 State
Eleanor Asher - 1153 State
Victory Baptist - 1202 State
Shea Apartment (Above Tea Bayou) - 906 State
Alice Gatewood Waddell - 513 East Main
Candlemakers Loft - 415 Park Row
Shawn Sinclair - 1318 College
Stephen & Patsy Morgenthaler - 1310 College
(Tickets may be purchased at any home on tour day)
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Landmark Store & Silent Auction
Morgenthaler Home - 1310 College
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The Current Events Club Tapestry

The Landmark Association
of Bowling Green-Warren

County

by Jean E. Nehm

A non-profit organization

preservation, protection

Recorded among the artifacts of the Current Events
Club are several statements about the founding of the club.
Most of them simply report that the women's literary club was
organized on January 1, 1902 in the Park Street home of Mrs.

and

maintenance of

Jennie McClure Sims. However, one special narrative, written

architectural, cultural and
archaeological resources in

in 1918 by Mrs. J. Porter Hines, not only relates the facts but
does so in the flowery language popular in those days; in her

Bowling Green and Warren

special voice, she gives us a more intimate glimpse into the

established in 1976 as a
community advocate for

County.

Thank you Roger & Doris Thomas for
hosting the annual picnic at the WrightKirby-Thomas House. Members donated
$250 at the picnic toward a memorial tree
to be planted in memory of David Garvin
and his preservation efforts in Bowling
Green and Warren County. A story about
the house will appear in the next issue of

Board of Directors
John Perkins, President

Dee Dee Murphy, Vice-

President
Carol Glasser
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Miranda Clements

Banker's Memorial

Doris Thomas
Jeff Stevens

that he died after a "long siege of typ hoid

Jane Morris

fever."

Jeffrey Adams
Nick Rabold
Neill Caudill

Potter worked with his fath e r J.
Whit Potter in the Potter-Matlock Trust

Lhc death ofourPresidmt

~ftULIANW.

Company.

He

left that association

in

Report

1920 to become vice president for the
Italian Discount and Trust Company. He
held that position until 1922, when the
Cool & Iron Bonk hired him as president,
making him at the age of 34, the youngest
president of any New York City bonk. At
the time of his death he was planning a
merger of the Cool & Iron Bonk and the
Fidelity-International Trust Company.
Potter's funeral was held at First
Baptist Church on New Year's Day 1926.
The newspaper reported: "The large
altar and choir loft were filled with floral

encourages unsolicited

offerings from relatives and friends in

Jean Thomason, Emeritus

Report is
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The Landmark Association
of Bowling Green - Warren

County PO. Box 1812
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(270) 782-0037
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To celebrate the 75th anniversary of the
Kentucky Building lost month, curators

for publication.

selected several items from the collection

to highlight the variety of treasures it
Printed by:

Li~1Y
LIve Green. Pr1nt Green.

houses. One of those was an illuminated

memorial for Julian Whitfield Potter, the
president of the Cool & Iron Bonk of New
York City. The bonk's board commissioned
the item from Tiffany's, signed it upon
completion, and sent it to Mr. Potter's

Bowling Green and Warren County, New
York City, and various other points. One
of the offerings was on elaborate poll
covering the casket, from the officials and

employees of the Cool & Iron Bonk. It was
mode of lilies-of-the-valley and orchids."
The cortege, said to be "the longest ever
seen in Bowling Green," meandered its
way to Fairview Cemetery where Potter
was interred .....

hom~

one who loved her neighbors. This love was so intense that

she never tired of the company of those she most admired,
and in order that she might draw them the closer to herself

club~

That the vulgar type of social gossip might be crushed first,
lost, and always, she planned that the current events of the
day might be discussed during the hours of meeting. She told
her dream to her dearest friends and neighbors who were
eager for membership, and so it is to the memory of Jennie

McClure Sims that the Current Events Club owes its birth."
For the first months, the club was called the Park
Street Literary Club, but the ladies soon settled on the
permanent name of Current Events Club. As was done in other

clubs of the time, members selected a club flower (the pansy)
and club colors (purple and gold). They chose lines from the
English poet Edward Young (1683 - 1765) as their motto
printed in club yearbooks for over 100 years: "Thoughts shu~
up want air, and spoil like bales unopened to the sun." In
an era when women may have had limited opportunities for
education or socializing outside of the home, the members

of the new Current Events Club hod no intention of keeping
their thoughts "shut up." Indeed, they seemed to thrive in
their "united effort towards intellectual growth," the club's
official objective.

Though the club was organized in 1902, the first
notebooks of minutes, archived in the Kentucky Building,

did not record activities until 1906. What a busy agenda the
ladies set for themselves! The assigned literary programs
included Shakespeare's A Winter's Tole, Macbeth, The

Tempest, Cymbeline, Romeo and Juliet, Othello, King Richard
III, and Hamlet. At each meeting, members answered the
formal roll call with a quotation from that day's ploy. In
addition to the literary works, reports were given from leading
magazines, including articles on politicol reformers and a

biographical sketch of Thomas Edison. Interwoven with their
reading were discussions of current events, such as Wealth

widow, Blanche. The paper announced

and Expansion of the Nations, the Panama Conal, Susan B.

Not a paid advertisement.
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"Once upon a time, there lived in a beautiful colonial

typical of the old South, a woman who was of herself a fitting
character of the old South: genial, charitable, hospitable, and

she advocated their forming themselves into a social

Jonathan Jeffrey

Landmark

women's personalities and motivations. Mrs. Hines writes
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Beech Bend Park was a favorite meeting spot for the Current Events Club.
Courtesy Library Special Collections, WKU

Anthony, Pure Food Legislation, and the Affairs of Cuba in
1906. The members were also concerned with civic affairs
and were "urged as individuals to take a membership in The

Library as it would be of benefit to us in our club work as well
as encouraging a very worthy and commendable effort on

the port of the ladies in charge."
In the fall of 1918, the secretary dutifully recorded
minutes for their first meetings, which included programs

about French Women in War Industries and Literature of the
War. Abruptly, there were three meetings missing from the
chronology. A note of explanation was added: "Owing to the
order of the State Boord of Health, the meetings with Mrs.
B. R. Ellis Oct. 15, Mrs. J. E. Meredith Oct. 29, and Mrs.
A. M. Foster Nov. 5 were cancelled." This may have been
precipitated by the outbreak of influenza. According to the
United States Deportment of Health and Human Services in
on article entitled "The Great Pandemic: The United St;tes
in 1918-1919," "Influenza first appeared in Kentucky about
September 27. On that dote, troops traveling from Texas on
the Louisville and Nashville Railroad stopped off in Bowling
Green. There, soldiers left the train to explore the city. They
infected several local citizens before returning to the train

and traveling on . . . . On October 6th, the Kentucky state
(continued on page 4)
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was perfect in every detail. The table was set in the large
dining hall, and it seemed more like a banquet than a picnic
when we consider the sunny linen, vases of cut flowers, and

the very high class waiters (husbands of the members of the
committee}."

Mrs. McElroy, the secretary in 1925, writes a long
entry about not only the special picnic but also its growing
significance for the members: "Each year we seem to feel
more and more how fortunate we really are to have as

beautiful a spot as Beech Bend for our outings . . . . After
some of the club and guests had enjoyed a dip in the cooling
water of Big Barren, our very efficient menu committee
This 1907 yearbook for the Current Events Club features a stylized
monogram for the club incorporating the letters C E C. The cover was
printed on an attractive linen texture cordstock.

board was forced to issue a state-wide proclamation closing

'all places of amusement, schools, churches and other
places of assembly.'" In the November 12, 1918 minutes,

arranged the lunch which was a feast for the gods . . . .
After a most delightful evening, the Club separated for the
summe~

feeling if possible, just a little closer to each other,
after having together another picnic. II

Regrettably, the secretary in 1927 did not sign her

the secretary was pleased to write, liThe ban having been

name, so we do not know who wrote the lively description

lifted, the club rejoiced that conditions were so improved that

of the rainy but memorable picnic that year. The minutes
report, "The Club Picnic was held at Beech Bend on the
afternoon of June 21 . A wet day failed to dampen the ardor
of the members one for another and all for the good lunch.
It was first hoped to have the spread under the trees but

we were allowed to continue our year's work."

The year 1920 was a sad one for the club, as several
members passed away during the summer: Mrs. T. Barclay

Lee, Mrs. Yarbrough, and Mrs. Binkley. The death of Mrs.

Pluvius reckoned otherwise and after fairly trying to sit out
the rain, the whole part and parcel was ignominiously routed

to the pavilion - that is - all but the pies. They were safely

The members of the Current Events Club at the 100th anniversary meeting held at Village Manor on May 21, 2002, left to right: Nino Bennett,
unidentified, Beverly Wells, Sue Pauli, Ruth Denhordt, Elizabeth Honeycutt, Carol Laird, Pearl Beach, Clarice Scarborough, Jane Gillaspie, and Helen
Almond.

and happy smile was a deceiver, and few knew she was not

snug in big dress boxes so came to no serious grief . .. . It is

The club once described its mission: liThe Current Events

as Mrs. Chapman took us through the sometimes sordid,

well. ... Our hearts ache to have to give up such a beautiful
life." A letter of sympathy was sent to Mrs. Helm's family,
saying, "We deeply feel the vacancy that has been left in
our hearts and midst; but the memory of Mrs. Helm shall
be a guiding star causing us to strive for a higher standard.

such a good, pleasant custom to be together in this type of
freedom that at the end of every year, all the members begin
immediately looking forward to the next club picnic. 'Vive 10
picnique' and on to 1928!"
During the early years of the Current Events Club, an Order
of Business was established, to which members have adhered

Club, altho essentially a literary club is interested in any

sometimes humorous, and at times exhilarating experiences
of this great and eccentric actress. II Recently, a committee
has selected a theme, such as Nature, within which members
are free to select a particular topic to share.
Following the program were round table discussions on
current events. Forseveral years, HenryWadsworth Longfellow

Helm in October was a surprise since she had just given a

"splendid paper on New Nations" and had hosted the club as
well. Secretary Lena Williams wrote that Mrs. Helm's "bright

II

The letter goes on to offer comfort with a few lines from an
anonymous poet:

"Not until each loom is silent and the shuttles cease to fly,
Shall God unroll the pattern and explain the reason why
The dark threads are as needful in the weaver's
skillful hand,
As the threads of gold and silver in the pattern that
He planned."
One of the most anticipated traditions of the Current
Events Club was the annual picnic, held at the close of the
year's meetings before a summer recess. The picnics at Beech

Bend Park in the 1920s inspired lyrical descriptions from the
secretaries. In 1921, for instance, the event was described

as "one of the most delightful institutions of the club. The
lunch was served under the wonderful Beech Trees.," The
following year, the secretary noted that "just before sunset:
the club enjoyed a very elaborate lunch served from a long
table out among the grand old beeches." The entry for June
12, 1923 records, "The menu committee composed of Mrs.
Long, chairman, Mrs. Goodrum and Mrs. Ashley, had proved
what a wonderful triumvirate they could make, and the lunch
December 2014

improvement- civic or otherwise-and considers it a privilege
to assist in any worthy cause presented. Indeed, the members
were generous over the years, donating to the Pine Mountain
II

School, the Armenian and Near East Relief funds, Boys and
Girls Clubs, the Red Cross, the Bowling Green Hospital, and

ever since:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the annual collection of dues, were regularly reported by the
treasurer. The Order of Business proceeded with Unfinished

was the topic of discussion. In 1915, "A petition was read
from a Longfellow Club in Massachusetts for contributions
for the restoration of the poet's birthplace. An assessment of

Business (an update on a current projectt Communications

ten cents for each member was voted and paid of the sum

(letters, thank-you notes, a petition in support of making
Mammoth Cave a national park), New Business (nominating

collected ." Four years later, the club again donated $2.00
for the Longfellow home. In appreciation, the home sent a
portrait of Longfellow to the club, which they donated to the
high school. In 1924 a lively round table discussion focused
on the subject of the proposed location of a new hospital
on Reservoir Hill. The ladies vehemently protested this site
because it would destroy "the beauty and appearance of the
only park we have." Other interesting topics have included

many other worthy causes. These transactions, along with
Order of Business

Club Called to Order
Roll Call
Reading of Minutes
Report of Treasurer
Unfinished Business
Communication
New Business
Announcements and Appointments

Program of the Day
Round Table -- Current Events
Adjournment

Within this structure flowed a continuous, multi-hued textile
of traditions and topics over the years. Responding to roll call

and voting on new members, planning a Christmas dinner),
Announcements (upcoming events in the community), and
Appointments (nominating committee or menu committee).

I

Scholarly programs of the day, which were once
assigned, included numerous authors and poets (the Bronte
sisters, William Faulkner, Edna St. Vincent Millay), Kentucky
themes (history of the Derby, early inns and taverns, early
churches, Kentucky women, the Shakers), Wonders of the
Ancient World, the Bible, Rachel Carson, and the national

women's suffrage, moving picture shows, child labor laws,
Hitler, the United Nations, outer space, atomic energy, and
human transplants. Seamlessly, all these activities were

with a quotation, for example, has been a source of pleasure

which resulted in a wide variety of book reviews. In 1967,

for over 100 years. As one secretary stated, "The quotations

for example, Mrs. Chapman gave a book review of Cornelia

woven into the fabric of this very busy club.
As the years rolled by, the members celebrated
anniversaries of the founding of the club. In the club's

always add very much to the program; we get an insight into
the poetical taste of each member from their response."

Otis Skinner's book on Madam Sarah Bernhardt that was so

collection is an invitation to celebrate its 50th anniversary:

interesting that "not an eyelid drooped, nor was there even

"The Current Events Club requests the pleasure of your

parks. Later, members were free to choose their own topics,

a brief flicker of boredom on the countenance of all listeners

(continued on page 5)
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(continued on page 6)

Landmark Report 5

she has made in her nearly 30 years of membership. She
has been the treasurer for as long as she can remember; in

Literary Club Program 100 Years Ago

that role, she collects the annual dues of $2.00 and oversees
expenditures, which sometimes include the purchase of

a special book to be donated to the library or church af a
departed member. Martha Jenkins, a Western Kentucky
University Professor Emerita who taught courses in the

Textiles and Clothing major, appreciates the opportunities
for intellectual growth and sharing her own interests and
expertise, as she did recently with an interesting program

1

J

on silk, the strongest natural fiber. Elizabeth Honeycutt,
too, enjoys the programs and dear friendships. Smiling,
she odds that it is very enjoyable to keep the traditions and
to get out the silver service and china to serve dessert and

Of/ie Moe Roberts, Virginia Chapman, and Bea Grissom enjoying the
75th anniversary of the Current Events Club in May 1977 at the State
Street Methodist Church .

company at a Teo in Observance of its Fiftieth Anniversary at
the home of the President Mrs. James F. Searcy." The Daily
News reported that 100 guests called between the hours of

coffee when the club meets at her home. Helen Almond,
now a 95-year-old honorary member, has 40 years of lovely
Current Events Club memories. She recalls a program she
gave on the history of the Mariah Moore house. But over and
above specific programs, what she values most are the many
interesting people she might not have otherwise met and
the perpetually interesting topics and current events. Mrs.

Almond still enthusiastically looks forward to every meeting,
convinced that association with the club contributes to "a

4:00 and 6:00 on June 3, 1952 and enjoyed punch served

better quality of life."

from a silver punch bowl, ice cream, and coke. The newspaper

For over a century, the interweaving of quotations,
literature, current events, and a busy club schedule, along

also reported the 75th anniversary, celebrated in 1977 at the
State Street Methodist Church, where members were proud
of having held 1,500 meetings since Jennie McClure Sims
had organized the club.
A grand centennial celebration was held on May 21,
2002 at Village Manor. Refreshments, decor, and fashionable
ladies were the perfect combination for a most memorable
event. Chicken salad, lemon tarts, cookies, strawberries,

mints, and petit fours were served. The lovely serving table
also featured linen napkins, punch, and teo in a silver tea

service. Smaller tables "were adorned with white tablecloths
and decorated by Helen Almond with pansies in rings or
on candlesticks with purple candles to carry out our purple
and gold colors." Many members wore period dresses. For

example, the president, Beverly Wells, made a Victorian
dress, including a bustle, which she wore to greet guests
from other literary clubs. "Jane Gillaspie wore a cameo her
father had bought for her mother when he was in Paris in
World War I. Clarice Scarborough donned a black shawl
and an 1895 bonnet," according to a Doily News article. To
complete the scene of this historic event were a display table
of club memorabilia and background piano music played by
Sue Pauli, Clarice Scorborough, and Helen Maywhort. Ruth
Denhardt hod prepared a history of the club along with a'·
list of current members and all post presidents, presented to
each member in a ribbon-tied scroll.
Reflecting on her club, current member linda Booth
thinks it tokes a special type of person to belong to a literary
club-one who is a deep thinker. She values the friendships

December 2014

with golden strands of friendships, has created a beautiful
tapestry, contributing to the rich texture of Bowling Green
culture. '"
Works Cited
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Editor's Note: Tucked within the records of the Current
Events Club are several beautiful programs printed on
textured rice paper for an evening of Japanese music and
dance. Each program featured its own illustration on the
cover; the interiors announced the program and listed the

members of the Currents Events Club. Fortunately an old
newspaper clipping is included that explains the significance
of these unique paper items. The newspaper title and dote
are not recorded on the clipping.
Under the title "The Current Events Club's
Entertainment," the article reads: What was said to be the
prettiest and most unique social event of the season was the
Japanese entertainment given on Friday afternoon at 2:30

o'clock in Neale's Hall (also known as the Davenport Building,
which was at the corner of State Street and 10th Avenue. It
was razed in the mid-1990s.) by the members of the Current
Events Club for the six literary clubs of the city. This was in
keeping with the annual custom for one club to entertain the
other clubs every year. Each guest was presented at the door
with a Japanese program with "Current Events Club, 1914"
on the face of the program. The interior contained the list of
the members: Miss Frances Arnold, Messdames T.H. Beard,
RW. Binkley, R.e. Blodgett, J.J. Cherry, W. H. Cooke, H.H.
Denhardt, Alexander Duvall, T.T. Gardner, T.O. Helm, T.K.
Bohon, N.M. Couty, J.w. Goodrum, J.L. Harman, J.P. Hines,
W.M. Kirby, G.M. Love, AA McGinnis, J.E. Meredith, William
D. McElroy, J.e. Perkins, e.F. Simmons, and J.D. Smith.
The second page contained the program which consisted

The hall was artistically decorated in the club colors,
green and yellow. The chandeliers were wrapped with yellow
crepe papers with festoon of twisted yellow crepe paper
draped from the large chandeliers to the small ones. In the
hall were tables decorated with jonquils, each table having a
large bouquet of jonquils.
One end of the hall where Mrs. Ongawa, of Japan,
rendered her program, was in Japanese decorations,
consisting of cherry blossoms, fans, parasols and screens.
She was attired in a handsome Japanese costume, and the
program was rendered very entertainingly.
The ices which were served were beautiful, consisting

of individual ices shaped with Japanese figures holding fans
and parasols. At each plate was a Japanese souvenir. In the
receiving line were the officers of the club and Mrs. R.H.
Lacey of Franklin, president of the Kentucky Federation of
Woman's Clubs.
The members of the Current Events Club were
highly praised by
the various clubs,
on the preparation

of

the

delightful

entertainment.

The
Current Topic Club
will entertain the
six clubs in 1915.

of selections from the Japanese musical sketch given at

New Vanmeter Hall (the current Van Meter Hall which was
completed and opened in 1911; the old Vanmeter was
located in the old Southern Normal School Building which
located where Bowling Green Towers is today.) on Friday
evening by Mr. and Mrs. Michitaro Ongawa.

December 2014
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Club records include a
promotional brochure
related to the Japanese
performers.
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patients, tents with screening and plank floors had also been
erected. Both the houses and tents had stoves for heating

Architecture on Trial: The Porters and the Pest House

and were, according to Dr. McCormack, "in perfect sanitary
condition." Two patients also provided testimonials. Edward

by Lynn Niedermeier

When four-year-o[d Ame[ia Porterie[[ i[[ on September
6, 1902, her parents did not have far to look for help. Luther
and lizzie Porter resided at 1149 State Street in Bowling
Green, Kentucky, and their family physician of ten years, Dr.
Joseph N. McCormack, lived opposite at 12th and State. Dr.
McCormack knew Ame[ia as a robust and ordinarily healthy
child, but when called in three days later, he found her
suffering from a "we[[ defined" case of variola- smallpox.
McCormack stood ready to lead the battle against
this dangerous and highly communicable disease and
its growing presence in Bowling Green. Besides being a

practicing physician of 32 years, the 54-year-o[d Ne[son
County native had been Secretary of the State Board of
Hea[th for the past 19 years and was currently acting Hea[th
Officer for Warren County. A tireless public health advocate,
he frequented every session of the state legislature and was

generally regarded as the author of

0[[

of Kentucky's public

health laws since 1888.

Sears had been the "first inmate" of the pest house, and

McCormack at first instructed Amelia's parents
to confine her to a reor room on the second floor of their

after his recovery had served as occasional cook and nurse

for the last three years. He described the rooms as well [it
heated, ventilated, and "entire[y comfortab[e" a[[ year round:
Stonewall Hayes, a patient in the "White Department" for the

well-appointed brick home, but on September 13, with the
girl now weak and feverish, he informed the Porters of their
obligation. State [ow called for Ame[ia and others infected
or exposed to infection by smallpox to be removed "to

past month, found the rooms large and clean, his caregivers

some house or place in the county where the disease will

considerate and kind, and the surroundings "as pleasant as
they could be made" in the circumstances.

not spread, there to remain" until recovered or certified not
to be at risk. Some in Bowling Green's medical community

Not so, claimed the Porters. The pest house consisted
merely of "a few hastily built cabins, thin, open and poorly

strove to refer to the place of quarantine as the "Eruptive

constructed, and a lot of tents"; it was one of those tents,

Hospita[," but this clinica[ name commonly yielded to a

in fact, to which McCormack was proposing to consign the
family. A security guard posted at the Porters' home shared
their view. His sister and brother-in-[aw, he stated, had both

more medieval-sounding one: in the language of the notice

delivered to the Porters on September 15 and signed by Dr.
John H. B[ackburn, acting City Hea[th Officer, Ame[ia and
her parents were requested "to go to the pest house."
The Porters refused. When Chief of Police and city
board of health member Henry James returned later that day
with a warrant to take the family into custody, Luther Porter
struck back. The 37-year-o[d former bank cashier was by now
familiar with the workings of the legal system, having been

died at the pest house, and the structures were "not suitable
or fit places to carry sick persons to."

Medica[ opinion was similarly divided. The Porters secured
affidavits from six physicians concluding that it was both

accused of embezzlement 19 months earlier and embroiled
in numerous related civil suits. In response to this latest
intrusion, he produced a writ of habeas corpus-in effect, a

restraining order challenging Chief James's authority to move

Luther R. Porter.and his wife faced mandatory quarantine in the pest
h?use when their daughter Amelia contracted smallpox. Courtesy

his family. James, however, immediately procured a hearing

Library Special Collections, WKU.

before the county court judge who had issued the writ and
convinced him to change his mind .
It was now after sundown, and James and police
officer Tom Potter agreed to wait until the morning of

September 16 to convey the Porters to the pest house. By
the time they returned, however, the Porters had revived the
restraining order by filing a lawsuit in Warren Circuit Court.

The defendants in the suit-officers James and Potter, and
Drs. B[ackburn and McCormack- responded just as quickly.
Since the presiding Circuit Judge, Warner E. Settle, was
not only absent from the district but married to a cousin

of Ame[ia's mother, they notified the Porters the next day
of their intention to ask a judge in Louisvi[[e to dissolve the
restraining order.

Meanwhi[e, Ame[ia's fever had subsided, but she was
now covered with large pustules and in the most contagious

phase of her illness. The stage was set for several days of
legal wrangling over the family's fate as doctors, lawyers and
even other victims of the disease took up sides in anticipation

Porter family physician Joseph N. McCormack was 0150 Secretary of

the State Boord of Health and a crusader for public health measures
to curb communicable diseases like smallpox. Courtesy Library Special
Collections, WKU.
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of the court hearing. Public health, medical expertise and
parental rights a[[ became subjects for debate, but the star
witness in the proceedings would be the pest house itself.
Bowling Green had used quarantine as a weapon
(continued on page 9)
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against smallpox at [east since 1865, when the city trustees
contracted for the building of a pest house in the "New
Cemetery grounds"- a somber but convenient location
since the city arranged to bury smallpox victims in what

i~

now Fairview Cemetery. Public funds also paid for AfricanAmerican women to provide nursing services, but the same

community could be scapegoated for the disease itself; the
Porters, charged Dr. McCormack, had not only neglected to
vaccinate little Ame[ia, they had "suffered and permitted her
to be nursed by a negro nurse, residing in Jonesville, a suburb
of Bowling Green, where smallpox was prevalent."

The pest house was likely relocated from time to time as
Bow[ing Green grew, but as the parties to the Porter lawsuit
g~thered evidence for and against moving the family, a
Wide gulf emerged in their perceptions of the amenities of

the current facility. Affidavits placed the location of the pest
house "in the woods," on an elevated plane between 1.5 and

3 miles from the city. Two buildings, for white and AfricanAmerican patients, stood on different sections of the site.
JosephFrank[i~,

a messenger who visited the pest house daily

conveYing patients and supplies, described the structures as

"boxed houses, built of plank set upright, being one story and
cei[ed inside." Each had two rooms about 15 feet square
and a kitchen. [n order to accommodate the volume of

December 2014

Dr. John H. ~/ackburn was acting health officer for Bowling Green and
a defendant In the Porter lawsuit. Courtesy library Special Collections
W~.

'

(continued on page 10)
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The Porters refused to move doughter Amelia from their comfortable State
house grounds. Courtesy Library Special Collections, WKU .

unsafe and unnecessary to move their sick child from her
warm, comfortable bedroom to the pest house. Patients
who hod just passed through the fever stage of smallpox
were highly susceptible to pneumonia, they explained, and
exposing Amelia to the variable temperatures of a te nt or
cabin in the woods would jeopardize her recovery. As long as
she remained quarantined in her house, which was 15 feet
from other houses and 75 feet from the street, no "particle of
danger" to the public existed.
Drs. McCormack and Blackburn disagreed with all such
claims, maintaining that the Porter home, on a main
thoroughfare in one of the most densely populated sections
of the city, threatened to become the center of an epidemic.
Furthermore, stated McCormack, in the thousands of smallpox

ca ses he had seen, no deaths
or othe r ill effects had ever
resulted from the patient's
removal to a pest house.
A colleague, Dr. James O.
Carson, and three Louisville
physicia ns, including that
city's health officer, submitted
the
affidavits
endorsing
policy of isolating smallpox
patients and emphasizing
its practical benefits for both
the patient's recovery and
the community's safety. Dr.
Carson included photographs
he had personally made of
the pest house, although
the whereabouts of these
fascinating pieces of evidence
are today unknown.
Dr.
McCormack
also
disputed the Porte rs' charge
that he had exhibited a
considerable lack of bedside
manne r in the execution of
his public duty by placing
the ir home under guard,
inte rfe ring
with
other
doctors' access to Amelia,
and generally causing the
family "distress and mental
anguish" through his "highhanded, overbearing and
domineering manne r. " His
de nial neverthe less carried
an admission that he was
not popular with every local
me mber of the profession.
Street home to a tent on the pest
No physicians had been refused
permission to examine the girl,
he protested, except for one who was unlice nsed and another
who was "the personal enemy" of McCormack and with
whom he was not on speaking te rms.
On September 23, the day of the court hearing, even
as their attorneys appeared before Judge Henry S. Borker
in Louisville, the parties to the lawsuit were engaged in
dramatic negotiations. Alarmed at rumors that the entire city
of Bowling Green was now at risk of quarantine, a committee
of citizens had brought both sides close to compromise.
The Porters agreed that, rather than go to the pest house,
they would retire to some suitable isolated cottage. When
such a dwelling was found , however, its owner demanded
a stee p rent of $500 and refused to settle for $200 offered,

Pe rhaps the community eventuall y determined that its
own sympathies were due, particularly to Amelia's besieged
father. Four months after his we ll-publicized atte mpt to evade
the pest house, a jury acquitted Luthe r Porter on the first of
the e mbezzle ment c harges hanging over his head . An even
happier e nding to the story, however, lay in the fact that whe n
they re located to Texa s a few yea rs later, all me mbe rs of the
Porter family we re alive and well . As Joseph N. McCormack
predicted, those little plank houses and tents in the woods
outside Bowling Green had pe rformed the ir necessa ry
function . ...

SEPTEMBER 24. 1902.
::z:

BY FORCE
•

·The Porter Family Is
Tn-ken 1'0 PcSthollse.

Police Chief Henry James was charged with conveying the Porters to the
pest house. Courtesy Libra ry Special Collections, WKU.

generously, by McCormack himself. Just as a me mbe r of the
citize ns committee volunteered to pay the e ntire cost, time
ran out. A long distance te lephone message arri ved from
Louisville re po rting that Judge Barker had dissolved the
restraining o rde r. Without furthe r ceremony, McCormack and
Police Chief He nry James descended on the Porte r household
a nd whisked the family to the pest house.
"BY FORCE, " exclaimed the head line in the next day's
Louisville Courier-Journal, summarizing the tactic that had
quickly become "the gossip of the e ntire town" of Bowling
Green. In a lengthy front-page story, the pape r re ported
Judge Barke r's vindication of McCormac k and his allies.
The proceedings of the local health authorities, he ruled,
were "wa rranted and justified both by the law and by the
facts." With res pect to the pest house itself, Barke r found that
suc h accommodotion, while "far less e lega nt than he r own
home," presented a danger to Amelia that was "imaginary
rathe r than rea!, " and would "affo rd her every necessary
she lter a nd protection." While sym pathetic to the plight of
the Porters and others caught up in this compulsory exercise,
he reminded them that "this is a hardship which must be
e ndured for the good of the com munity."

DJ;CISifO:N BY JUDGE BARKER
li'OLLI)WED BY PROMPT ACTION
Oli' OFFICIALS.

•
THE INJUN-GTION DiSSOLVED.
Os>lnion Snys Hard.hlps Must De EndUre,l For the Good of the
Community.

•
POUTER'S LAWYEnS INDIONAN'r

Bowlilng Gr<'6U, Ky .. Sept. 23.-[81'0clo.I.1-Lttt·her

n.

Pmt<>r, hI. wire .. n,'

The front page of the Louisville Courier-Journal announced the
sensational outcome of the Porter lawsuit. Courtesy library Special
Collections, WKU.

(continued on page 11)
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